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To the Editor: Vanbelleghem et al.1 (21 March 2007) imply
that the Normal Hematocrit study2 (NHS) should not be
used as a rationale for proposing conservative hemoglobin
targets (a minimum hemoglobin of 10 g/dl used in the UK
guidelines). Implicit in their discussion is that the NHS is not
generalizable to the dialysis population, echoing a similar
refrain made by Macdougall and Ritz3 several years ago. On
the contrary, I would submit that the NHS is quite
representative of the dialysis population. Most importantly,
as has been noted elsewhere,4 the 24% mortality observed in
NHS was very similar to the 20.4% mortality per 1000
patients reported by the United States Renal Data System.
Indeed, cardiovascular disease is highly prevalent among the
dialysis population,5 as it was in the NHS. It is also important
to note that while the NHS was stopped by the Data and
Safety Monitoring Board, discontinuation was because of
safety concerns with regards to mortality.2 The authors of the
NHS state ‘(The) Study was halted when differences in
mortality between the groups were recognized as sufficient to
make it very unlikely that continuation of the study would
reveal a benefit for the normal-hematocrit group and the
results were nearing the statistical boundary of a higher
mortality rate in the normal hematocrit group.’ Indeed, the
NHS represents the largest randomized controlled study
conducted in dialysis patients examining hemoglobin targets.
Quite curiously, despite the mortality signal from NHS, this
question has not subsequently been examined in any
similarly sized study in dialysis patients. In the wake of
recent data in the non-dialysis chronic kidney disease
patients6,7 that reinforce the safety signal that emerged from
the NHS, the FDA black box advisory,8 and the less than
compelling quality of life benefits4 for a higher hemoglobin
target, surely a prudent strategy is to aim for the lowest
possible hemoglobin level needed to avoid blood transfusions
and optimize quality of life.
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We thank Dr Singh1 for his comments on our recent
publication comparing current major guidelines on the
Kidney Disease: Improving Global Outcomes (KDIGO)
website.2 His expressed concern about the generalizability
of the Normal Hematocrit Study (NHS)3 is quite appro-
priate. The guidelines are currently under re-examination
by guideline development groups in light of recent data
from the CREATE and CHOIR studies on the correction of
anemia in chronic kidney disease with erythropoiesis-
stimulating agents.4,5 This is well beyond the actual
message of our article, which was that nephrology guide-
lines worldwide come to different recommendations and
evidence grading, in spite of being based on the same
literature.2 As such, the paper mentioned the UK anemia
guideline to be discordant from other major guidelines,
but never suggested that the UK guidelines or any other
guidelines were wrong or should be discarded because of
this discordance. Importantly, as the averages in the low-
hemoglobin groups in the CREATE and CHOIR studies
were higher than 11 g/dl, there are still no data to comment
unequivocally on any target hemoglobin below 11 g/dl, as
do the UK guidelines.
The CREATE and CHOIR studies were not referenced in
our article because neither had appeared in print when the
paper was submitted for publication. Additionally, their
results had not been included in the evidence tables of any
published guidelines. This analysis is currently under way
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